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The New Reader Classifieds
How will they improve your life?

“You can get your
ad online and in
the Reader. It’s
like the best of
both worlds!”

“I can manage
all my ads
online—post,
edit, renew,
cancel. I use
my Blackberry
and work while
driving my SUV!”

“I found a job,
an apartment,
a piano, and a
dog. And I
haven’t even
moved to
Chicago yet!”

Absolut
ely TRUE

and UNSOLICITED

Testim
onials

for the
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Our Town

Philip K. Dick’s Through a Scanner
Darkly, in which a character named
Nixon lives in alternate realities as a
suburban insurance investigator and
a cyborg killing machine in an urban
wasteland. It was published in 1990
by Dark Horse, then an upstart com-
pany specializing in alternatives to
the men-in-tights stories offered by
Marvel and DC. 

In 1995 the two collaborated
again on Big Guy and Rusty the
Boy Robot, a much more innocent
tribute to old monster movies and
sci-fi stories, with Darrow handling
pencil and ink duties. When he first
delivered the panels, he says, the
folks at Dark Horse needed a mag-
nifying glass to pick out all the tiny
details. Knowing the full effect
would be lost once the illustrations
were colored, lettered, and resized
for publication, the company
wound up printing a second version
of the comic in a larger black-and-
white softcover format so fans
could see what the drawings looked
like naked. A similar reprinting of
Hard Boiled followed. 

During his stint at Dark Horse,
Darrow received the script for The
Matrix from the Wachowski broth-
ers, whom he’d met while they were
working as writers for Marvel a

couple years earlier. Intrigued, he
sent back some ideas. “They called
me, laughing, because the first
drawing I sent was so detailed the
fax took forever,” he says. Darrow’s
drawings ended up setting the visu-
al style for the entire series, and he
was credited as the films’ conceptu-
al designer. “I guess I would do it
again,” Darrow says. He liked the
work and says he respects the
Wachowskis—whose latest project,
V for Vendetta, opens next week-
end—but making movies was never
his goal. “People act like I’m Mr.
Movie Guy now, because once
you’re involved with a movie, you’ve
made it big. Like that’s the highest
achievement for someone.” 

Still, Darrow realizes his options
have changed as a result. He admits
to working too slow for most of the
comic-book business, and he now
has the license to work at his own
pace. Since 2004 he’s collaborated
with the Wachowskis on three
comic-book titles published through
their Burlyman Entertainment
imprint: The Matrix, Doc
Frankenstein, a political moderniza-
tion of the old tale, and The Shaolin
Cowboy, the first standard 32-page
comic he’s made in almost ten years
and the only one he’s ever written. “I
had shown [Shaolin Cowboy] on the

evening of the [first film’s] pre-
miere,” Darrow says. “But I was
working on it through the second
and third movies.” The first four
issues have each sold more than dou-
ble their initial print run; the fifth
will be released this spring. 

The Shaolin Cowboy is a dumpy,
terse loner traveling through what
could be the old west on a talking
mule. “He’s not really a Shaolin
monk or a cowboy,” Darrow says.
“The name just sounds goofy
enough for me. He’s a character I
can do anything with.” In the first
two issues the cowboy is hunted
down by a king crab that has dedi-
cated its life to killing the man for
devouring his whole family at an
all-you-can-eat seafood buffet. In
the opening scene of the third issue,
as the mule rambles on about the
innate hipness of Robert Mitchum,
the cowboy whips a gun from his
holster and shoots some descending
bird feces out of the air. 

Darrow has no specific outline for
the story, which appears to be follow-
ing a supernatural, futuristic, comi-
cal martial arts route as the cowboy
meanders toward some undisclosed
goal. In the meantime he’ll continue
doing what he wants as long as he
can. “I don’t have any plans,” he says.
“Things come up.”   v

Art

The Whiz Kid
Phil Taylor makes stuff
that does stuff. Now you
can see some of it in the
Whitney Biennial.
By Susannah J. Felts

The guitar propped against the
wall was built from scratch. Its
creator, Phil Taylor, describes it

as a robot guitar—there’s an LCD
screen in the upper right corner of

continued from page 14

When I started dating a guy who played league hockey at
Johnny’s IceHouse in the West Loop I resisted going to

games for fear of being bored and cold. But then my single
girlfriends began to insist. Johnny’s has leagues for all skill

levels, from novice to weekend
warrior to former pro, but the
more competitive games are
played on Friday nights and
Sunday afternoons.
Admission is 100 percent

cheaper than it is for the professional action down
the street at the United Center, and at that price
you can afford the frozen pizza and drinks in the
(warm) bar overlooking the ice. One night we
even did shots of Jagermeister with a group of
players nursing bruised egos, along with the
split lips and black eyes they got when a
controversial call helped them lose. 
—Megan Roberts

Johnny’s IceHouse
1350 W. Madison
312-226-5555 or 
johnnysicehouse.com

Free Shit

IceHockey

[snip] When is a think tank not a think tank? Mark Kleiman at samefacts.com
offers a fair and balanced standard: “If you have to read the report to know the
conclusion, it’s a real think tank. If you know the conclusion as soon as you know
the topic and where it was written, you’re dealing with a phony.” —HH
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the body, a knob that functions like a
joystick at its base, and tiny hammers
on the bridge that hit the strings,
with an internal computer that con-
trols the whole thing. Think player
piano with different technology. “It
works, it totally works,” he says. But
he refuses to turn it on, claiming it’ll
be too noisy. “I just can’t,” he says. “I’ll
call you when I play it out in public.
I’m just not into playing it right now.” 

Taylor’s made a number of cool
things that totally work: tweaked
100-watt lightbulbs that dim and
brighten in response to a room’s
noise energy; a “robotic dolly” that
transports a camera rigged to a giant
video screen around the exterior of a
building, displaying real-time
footage of its interior; bird perches
that light up and “talk” when a bird
lands on them. 

Since graduating from Princeton’s
architecture school in 2000 Taylor
has worked mostly as a consultant,
designing and building technological
and mechanical devices for artists and
scientists. Occasionally entrepreneurs
commission him to build things that
might end up as consumer products;
he won’t—or can’t—go into much
detail about those. (He will say that
he’s working on a device that’ll aid a
group of fish ecologists in their cli-
mate-change research.) But he’s been
happily gravitating toward the art
world for several years now; his bird
perches, part of a collaboration with
San Diego-based artist Natalie
Jeremijenko entitled For the Birds, are
featured in the 2006 Whitney
Biennial, which opened last week.

With his shaggy short hair, cor-
duroys, and a black, hole-specked
sweater worn over two rumpled
shirts, the 30-year-old Taylor hardly
fits the image of the nerdy engineer.
He lives in a warehouse space filled
with workbenches and cubbyholes
packed with tiny electrical parts, and
dominated on one end by a full
machine shop. The only signs of
domesticity are two friendly dogs, a
tiny kitchen nook made cozy by pot-
ted plants, and a black leather sofa
contributed by Taylor’s wife, who’s
around infrequently these days
because she teaches archaeology at
the University of Washington. There’s
a tall steel tank Taylor bought from a
scrap yard and retrofitted to vacuum-
suck bubbles out of hardening plas-
tic; it can also be used as a pressuriz-
ing device, like a giant pressure cook-
er. “You don’t want it to blow up,” he
says. The electronics bench seems
safer: there are small circuit boards
in various stages of completion, an
Eminem CD, a scribbled-on
“Engineer’s Computation Pad,” and a
big white eraser. Taylor says the eras-
er is key: “I get the ten-packs.” 

As a teenager Taylor, who grew up
in San Antonio, entertained himself
by outfitting plastic geese with elec-
tronics, then sailing them alongside
model boats at his grandparents’ lake
house in northern Michigan. A few
years later he started to design rock-
climbing equipment, and when he
enrolled at Princeton on scholarship
in 1993 he was on track to become a
mechanical engineer. But at the end
of his second year he got kicked out
for failing classes in the two subjects
that came most naturally to him:
computer programming and elec-

tronics. It wasn’t that they were hard,
he says, it was that he was young and
lazy. “It’s good,” he says, “because I’m
glad I’m not a professional engineer.
I got weeded out for reasons that
could’ve gotten to me later.”

Taylor headed for Utah, where the
rock-climbing gear he’d built would
be put to good use. He challenged
himself with multiday trips on steep
terrain; once he spent four days
alone on a wall, sleeping nights in a
hanging hammock. When not on the
rocks he worked as a supervisor in a
factory owned by gear manufacturer
Black Diamond, where a crew of
about 15 workers made ice-climbing
equipment under his watch. It was a
good time, until a couple of bad falls
and some equipment mishaps “got
the gears of fear and paranoia turn-
ing,” he says. Taylor gave up climb-
ing—he says he’s terrified by it now—
and quit the factory, despite overtures
from people in Black Diamond’s R &
D department, to whom he had
shown some of his homemade gear.
“They kinda tried to keep me
around,” he says, “but it didn’t work.” 

At his next job, at community radio
station KRCL in Salt Lake City, Taylor
worked as a studio engineer and
repaired transmitters on snowy moun-
taintops: the station would helicopter
him in, and sometimes he’d get to ski
or hike back down. Though he says the
work was fun and he learned a lot, he
longed to be doing something more
creative in a culture more his speed. “I
guess there wasn’t much community
in the community station that I identi-
fied with,” he says. “Too much linen,
ganja, and people wearing purple from
head to toe.” By the time Princeton
agreed to take him back in 1997, he’d
made enough money to cover the
remainder of his education.

After graduating Taylor founded
the Institute for Advanced
Architecture with some of his
Princeton peers. They conceived it as
a think tank, but Taylor says these
days it’s more like an artists’ collec-
tive. Its members, most of whom live
in LA and New York, aren’t as inter-
ested in influencing policy or the
business of architecture as they are
in sharing ideas and collaborating on
projects, research, and exhibitions—
with the stipulation that no work
done under the IAA’s auspices gets
credited to an individual. Over the
last several years the group has

exhibited projects in galleries on
both coasts and in Columbus, Ohio.
It was for a multifaceted project
called The American Funeral Home,
which appeared at both Oni Gallery
in Boston and Basekamp in
Philadelphia, that Taylor designed
and built the series of modulating-
intensity lightbulbs. Through IAA
contacts he’s also collaborated with
other architects. The robotic dolly,
for instance, was a contribution to a
larger project by the team of Diller
and Scofidio, who were commis-
sioned to create a permanent instal-
lation for the Moscone Convention
Center in San Francisco.

Taylor first worked for Jeremijenko
as a consultant on a different bird-
perch project for the Athens
Olympics. It fell through, but she
then tapped him to help design
something for the group exhibition
“Becoming Animal” at MASS MoCA,
where For the Birds was first
installed last year. Jeremijenko,
whose work often looks at the rela-
tionship between humans and
nature, describes the project as a
“public experiment”—art with the
conceptual trappings of science, but
without all that tedious methodolo-
gy. She says that over time the perch-
es should be able to facilitate com-
munication between humans and
birds; the birds should come to use
them as a “technology for controlling
people.” But if For the Birds simply
prompts museumgoers to reflect on
the ways that animals cohabit with
us and adapt to our urban environ-
ments? That’ll work, too.

Before the opening of the MASS
MoCA show, Taylor asked
Jeremijenko that he be credited as an
artist. He’s requested the same of
other artists he’s worked with in the
last several years, having often seen
engineer friends contribute exten-
sively to a project’s final look and feel
without credit. In the case of For the
Birds, Taylor says the perch’s concept
design is the product of many brain-
storming sessions between himself
and Jeremijenko, but the look and
mechanics are all his.

Cast from silicone molds in hard,
transparent rubber, the perches 
have bell-shaped bases that contain a
small microprocessor and speaker,
and “necks”—the actual perch—that
curve up gently like cat tails.
Embedded in the skinniest part of the

plastic neck is a piezo-crystal sensor,
the kind of thing that Taylor thinks of
as “the simplest thing in the world.”
It’s a thin disk that responds to very
slight pressure, like that of a sparrow
landing. Two things happen once it’s
triggered: the perch glows blue green,
and you hear one of several audio
tracks that represent, in varying
degrees of conceivability, what birds
might like to say to humans. A perch
might implore listeners to scatter
seeds nearby; it might get a bit
preachy about bird flu or didactic
about adaptation: “Darwin never said
survival of the fittest; he talked about
survival of the most adaptable. And
here I am. I have done at least as good
a job as you in adapting to the
strange, new urban reality. We have
survived, and I’d like to say that we
can survive, thrive, if we work togeth-
er. Really—I have a dream.”

For the Whitney installation,
Taylor’s made several improvements
to the perches, chief among them a
vaguely lipstick-shaped removable
core that houses the circuit board and
locks into the base cavity. In the earli-
er model he had simply poured liquid
rubber right onto the circuits so they
became sealed in the hardened plas-
tic like plants and debris under the
surface of a frozen pond. The new
innards will still be visible through
the plastic, but can be removed and
repaired if they malfunction.

Until about two weeks before the
Whitney Biennial opened, Taylor 
wasn’t included alongside
Jeremijenko on the list of participat-
ing artists. At first he seemed to take
it in stride: “I can’t even pretend to be
an artist of her stature,” he said. But
the more he talked about it, the clear-
er it became that he’d given this over-
sight some thought: “It’s like, if you
work on a film and you’re a hired gun
who’s going to do the lights, you get
credited. In art it doesn’t happen so
much because of this bizarre urge to
only have singular figures who create
art. I see it all the time: this ‘master’
mind-set. But I’m really not very good
at calling a curator and saying, ‘Why
am I not included?’ I’m not going to
tell them how to run the show.” But
then, after a pause, Taylor said, “If it
turns out that I’m not getting credit,
maybe the perches don’t go up.” 

A few days later, Taylor talked 
to the Whitney. Now his name’s 
on the list.   v

[snip] Bad cops are reverse role models, explains Jamie Kalven in
his “Kicking the Pigeon” series at http://viewfromtheground.com.
“A natural response to seeing your friends and neighbors beaten
and humiliated—I have experienced it myself—is to think, ‘If this is
the face of authority, then I’m going to stand with my guys.’ If I 
feel this as a middle-aged white from outside the neighborhood,

imagine what a fourteen-year-old boy trying to find his legs as 
a man feels. This dynamic produces outlaws not because people
are ignorant of the wider world or somehow stunted in their 
development. It is a fundamentally healthy response: not 
necessarily healthy in where it leads . . . healthy in that it is 
animated by a sense of justice.” —HH

Phil Taylor and his talking bird perches
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